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Field Crops Newsletter

April 2, 2002

In General:
What a roller-coaster ride we’re on; even I have run out of things to say about it. About all we can do is
hold on and pray. We are surrounded by a whirlwind of uncertainties including the combined effects of the “war”
we’re in, the exportation of both ag-related and non ag-related business, the prospects and inherent confusion of a
new farm bill, and the overall shaky condition of the nation’s economy. Related to all these things is the problem of
getting financed for another year.
There is a lot of “cautious optimism” about the farm bill, and it’s actually beginning to look like a bill
might get signed some time during the month of April. While some of the ideas connected with the proposed bill are
fine in theory, they may not work well in practice. One fact is that we simply do not have enough “farmers” in this
area to farm as many limitations as may be needed if the limitation is reduced to even the highest figures that have
been proposed. It’s going to be very interesting to see how this and other issues are resolved.
Corn:

I usually start with cotton, but right now anyone who is planning to grow corn is getting concerned about
not being able to plant because of continued rain. The beginning of the “ideal” planting “window” was about two
weeks ago, but we can still expect a good start for the crop if we can get planted by around the 20th of April.
The data set at the left is from a 1996 southern Missouri study. Although
this area is a few days later than we are in optimal planting dates for corn, it
demonstrates a trend that could be similar to what we might see. Yields did not
decline as sharply as one might expect. This reflects somewhat the inherent
difference in climate only a short distance north of us. This study is for only one
year.
The lower data set is from Georgia, which is actually earlier than we are in
optimal planting date. These data are from a three-year study from 1968 to 1971,
and show a trend of yield decline very similar to the Missouri study. If we assume
that our optimal planting date is around March 30, and that a ten day delay after
Georgia
that date will produce a one to three percent yield decline as it does in these two
Mar. 7
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studies, we should see from 97 to 99 percent of our potential yield by planting
Mar 17
97
as late as April 9. A further ten day delay to April 19 may then lower
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89
potential yields to between 89 and 92 percent of normal. I will stop there
Apr. 6
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because hopefully all of you will be planted by then.
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There is a lot more to this story than just planting date even though this
Apr. 26
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factor is extremely important. We will have a big advantage in that the soil will
have optimal moisture, and plants will grow rapidly because of good temperature.
Disadvantages include the fact that kernel-filling will be pushed into our hottest summer period, and that
Southwestern corn borers may be able to get a second generation out there to attack the fields before plants get
tough enough to discourage them. Bt corn may be an advantage, but since we can only plant 50% of our crop to
these varieties we will need to scout thoroughly and treat non-Bt fields to reduce the damage. Later corn will be
more vulnerable to other problems including drought and chinch bugs, but if we have good late season rains, we
could have an excellent crop. Get planted as soon as you can.
Missouri
Corn
Yield as %
Planting date of normal
April 1
100
April 10
99
April 30
92
May 10
87
May 20
83

Cotton:

An early estimate of cotton planting intentions has always been the amount of seed booked by about this
time. Seed companies are probably getting a little nervous these days because a relatively small amount of seed has
been ordered. Generalizing on what has been ordered, it looks like many of you are reducing the amounts of Bt

varieties, and there will probably be a smaller reduction in the amounts of RR varieties as well. It looks like many
of you are going back to significant amounts of conventional cotton. The reason for this is obvious; you want the
better yields and quality these varieties have produced in recent trials and on your own farms.
Regardless of which varieties you plant, pay close attention to seed quality. Get all the information you
can on the seed you plant. Look not only at germination but also cold test results. I would like to see you plant seed
as close to 90% actual germination as possible, and I would hope the cold test would be 70% or more. Seed with
cold test results below 65% should be avoided if possible. These tests may vary from one year to another and from
one variety to another, but use the best seed you can buy. Keep in mind that essentially all cotton seed are labeled
80% germination, and that there is a 7% tolerance in this test. This means that seed germinating as low as 73% can
be sold legally. Don’t just look at the tag; ask for the actual test results and test dates. You are paying a lot of
money for seed; make sure you get what you are paying for.
Soybeans:

Rains may soon put pressure on the planting of Group 4 varieties. Ideally, these should be planted after
corn and before cotton. Another scenario might be that some of you may elect to reduce corn planting and increase
soybean acreage because of concern over planting date. This is one of the reasons I went into detail on corn planting
dates above. You still have time to plant all the corn you want, and you also have time to plant all the soybeans you
want before what I consider to be the “ideal” planting time for cotton (May 1 to 10). If you like to plant cotton
earlier, you may have a problem “squeezing” in the soybeans. On no-till fields that are going to beans, you should
still be able to get it done.
As always, don’t forget to inoculate soybeans seed for fields that have not been in soybeans in several
years, and add molybdenum if pH is a little low (below 6.0). Preferably, treat seed for early plantings with a
fungicide to help them get past Pythium and Rhizoctonia that may be a problem in cool and damp conditions.
Tillage Systems:
More of you are adopting some form of reduced tillage. With the kind of spring weather we are having,
this may be the key to getting planted on time. Burndown applications are critical to making these systems work
well. Make sure fields are clear of live plants when the crop emerges. For corn you may be able to live with winter
vegetation that is in the process of dying when you plant, but with cotton these plants need to be “toast” when plants
emerge. If you choose to re-hip or “freshen” your beds, try to leave the core of the row intact to avoid destroying
the beneficial soil organisms that will aid plants in finding water and nutrients later in the season. Include
something for insects where a lot of plant material, either dead or dying, is present. This weather may continue and
produce ideal conditions for cutworms and other insects. Where you are following corn with corn, or where corn
was in a nearby field last year, you should consider an insecticide at planting to reduce sugarcane beetles, grubs,
wireworms, and other soil insects. There is little doubt that reworking the soil helps reduce these insects, but in my
opinion the advantages of reduced tillage justify dealing with these problems. Rotation is another very important
way of reducing insects, as well as nematodes and diseases.
In Summary:
There is just too much stuff to try and get into one of these letters, but hopefully some of this will help
you and remind you of things that might be overlooked. Keep good records of all your pesticide applications so
that when you are asked for them you will have them. Most of you know by now that Extension is about to
undergo reorganization; there may be some changes in areas of responsibility soon. From what I have seen so far,
the changes will be positive ones that will be helpful to you as farmers and to those of us who try to serve you. I
actually hope to have more time to work with you under the new system. By the time I write another one of these
letters I hope to know more. If you hear negative comments about this, please reserve judgement until later. Thanks
for your time. God Bless America.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent/Agriculture

